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“Tell Me About Yourselt” - Using eportfolio as a Tool to Integrate Learning
and Position Students for Employment, a Case from the Queen's
University Master of Public Health Program

Abstract

This paper explores the use of eportfolio to develop, demonstrate and promote core competencies in a
Professional Master of Public Health (MPH) program at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada.
Piloted in 2016, the MPH Competency eportfolio is described as a purposeful collection of electronic
evidence that demonstrates learning and achievement in public health over time. The eportfolio was framed
both as a reflective learning process and a showcase product to demonstrate skills and competencies to
potential employers. The eportfolio was implemented using an available tool on Queen’s University’s Learning
Management System. To understand the impact of the eportfolio, students responded to a questionnaire and
participated in a focus group.

Themes identified from the student responses were:

1. eportfolio helped students integrate and reflect on their learning and experience.

2. eportfolio helped students to position their professional identity and experience for employers.

3. Students were more convinced of the value of eportfolio as a reflection tool than as a showcase product
for a professional setting.

4. Students were not convinced that employers will actually look at an eportfolio.

5. The technology used in this study was limiting for students.

6. Students were interested in using other established and more user-friendly platforms.

The findings of this study will benefit any program or course of study seeking a means to help students
integrate their learning and demonstrate their accomplishments, skills, and competencies. This paper
addresses how to integrate eportfolio at the program level and also provides insight into the student
experience of their use.

Cet article explore I'emploi d'un eportfolio pour développer, démontrer et promouvoir les compétences de
base offertes dans un programme de maitrise professionnelle en santé publique a I'Université Queen’, a
Kingston, en Ontario, au Canada. Le programme pilote, un eportfolio des compétences pour la maitrise en
santé publique, a été lancé en 2016. On le décrit comme un recueil ciblé de preuves électroniques qui
démontrent I'apprentissage et les réussites en santé publique au fil des ans. On dit également que le eportfolio
est a ]a fois un processus d'apprentissage par la réflexion ainsi qu'un produit phare qui permet de démontrer les
aptitudes et les compétences aux employeurs potentiels. Le eportfolio a été mis en oeuvre grice aux outils
disponibles dans le systéme de gestion de 'apprentissage de I'Université Queen’s. Afin de comprendre I'impact
du eportfolio, les étudiants ont répondu 4 un questionnaire et ont participé a un groupe de discussion.

Les thémes identifiés & partir des réponses des étudiants sont les suivants :

1. Le eportfolio a aidé les étudiants a intégrer leur apprentissage et leurs expériences et a y réfléchir.
Le eportfolio a aidé les étudiants a positionner leur identité et leurs expériences professionnelles a
l'intention des employeurs.

3. Les étudiants étaient davantage convaincus de la valeur du eportfolio en tant qu'outil de réflexion
plutdt quen tant que produit phare pour un milieu professionnel.
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4. Les étudiants n'étaient pas convaincus que les employeurs allaient réellement examiner un eportfolio.
5. Latechnologie employée dans cette étude était limitative pour les étudiants.
6. Les étudiants étaient intéressés a utiliser dautres plate-formes établies et plus faciles a employer.

Les résultats de cette étude seront utiles pour n’'importe quel programme ou n’importe quel cours qui vise a
trouver un moyen d’aider les étudiants a intégrer leur apprentissage et & démontrer leurs réussites, leurs
aptitudes et leurs compétences. Cet article explique comment intégrer un eportfolio dans un programme et
fournit également des renseignements sur l'expérience des étudiants qui I'ont utilisé.
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eportfolio, professional identity, credentials
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Competencies Matter More to Employers Than Credentials

Competency-based education is a major movement in higher education, reflecting the drive
to more effectively achieve and measure student outcomes. Competencies are the essential
knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for the effective practice of any profession or pursuit.
Various disciplines, including engineering, medicine, public health and more, have defined a list
of specific competencies necessary for their practitioners. Competency-based education is also
closely tied to more effectively preparing students for the labour market. Employers want to hire
candidates not only with relevant disciplinary knowledge, but also with the necessary skills and
competencies to succeed in their workplace.

A 2013 Gallup poll surveyed a nationally representative sample of 623 US business leaders
on the importance of various factors for hiring (Calderon & Sidhu, 2014). Technical knowledge
and applied skills came out on top, far outweighing the importance of a candidate’s college major
or college pedigree. The same is true in Canada. The March 2016 report Developing Canada’s
Future Workforce surveyed 90 leading Canadian private-sector employers. When asked which
capabilities matter most when evaluating entry-level hires, respondents emphasized soft (or non-
cognitive) skills including collaboration and teamwork, communication, problem-solving, and
people and relationship-building skills. Importantly, “while grades and educational credentials are
certainly important to recruiters, companies are increasingly focused on finding people who can
work in teams, solve complex problems and show a willingness to learn” (Business Council of
Canada & AON Hewitt, 2016). Results from the 2013 Canadian National Business Survey echo
these findings. Employers are prepared to offer significant technical training so long as employees
have the appropriate “soft skills” (Canadian Education and Research Institute for Counselling and
Environics Research Group, 2013).

Current Use of eportfolio in Higher Education Settings

eportfolio technology emerged in the late 1990s with the dawn of the personal computer.
In its simplest form, eportfolio technology allows users to retain artifacts that can be arranged and
shared at a future date (Avraamidou & Zembal-Saul, 2002). It is estimated that over half of higher
education institutions in North America use eportfolio (Dalhstrom, Walker, & Dziuban, 2013) with
over one-third of faculty agreeing that eportfolio could help them become more effective
instructors if they knew how to integrate them into their courses more effectively (Pomerantz &
Brooks, 2017). While eportfolio pedagogy is more important than eportfolio technology, there are
a number of options available for offering eportfolio platforms on-campus, including commercial
applications (stand-alone software or software integrated into a learning management system) or
free Web 2.0 programs that are available on the internet (e.g. WordPress, Wix, Weebly). The
success of an eportfolio initiative hinges upon the type of technology used, its user-friendliness
and services available (Wepner, Bowes, & Serotkin, 2005) and ultimately, the selection of an
eportfolio technology should be driven by the type of eportfolio pedagogy that is required
(Bernander, O’Laughlin, Rodrigo, Stevens, & Zaldivar, 2017).

There are two common forms of eportfolio: Developmental and Showcase (Barrett, 2010).
Developmental eportfolio place an emphasis on reflection and individual growth in a particular
area or on a piece of work over time, whereas Showcase eportfolio display artifacts that
demonstrate ability or work. Beyond improving reflection, increasing integration of knowledge,
encouraging self-regulated learning and improved student engagement, developing a portfolio
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offers a powerful opportunity for students to achieve competencies and outcomes in ways other
than standardized measures (Abrami, et al., 2009; Jenson, 2011).

Although there is a sizeable body of literature and over a decade of use, the eportfolio
conversation has shifted in recent years. There is a trend toward blending of the two common
eportfolio formats (developmental and showcase) with the intention of shifting from merely
collecting artifacts to more meaningful reflection and curation of artifacts over time (Buyarski,
Oaks, Reynolds, & Rhodes, 2017; Chen & Penny Light, 2010). Merging these two styles works to
achieve multiple aims (Cambridge, 2010), whereby students can blend their curricular and co-
curricular experiences to create a more significant learning experience, and share their
contextualized learning with multiple audiences (Enyon, Gambino, & Torok, 2014). Through
reframing eportfolio as part of the learning process and as a facilitator of the process, we can
achieve an optimal learning zone which allows us to better “support the collaborative, relevant,
reflective, integrative, and multiple-perspective aspects of authentic learning” (Buyarski et al., p.
11). This more robust eportfolio movement that describes the learner from multiple perspectives
has encouraged their classification as a high impact practice for post-secondary learning (Harring
& Luo, 2016; Hubert, Pickavance, & Hyberger, 2015; Kuh, 2016).

eportfolio as Online Tool to Showcase Professional Competencies

eportfolio have also emerged as a leading pedagogical approach for helping students to
articulate and demonstrate their professional competencies (Ambrose, Delaney-Klinger,
Hoeppner, Ngo & Polly, 2017). A recent investigation of the usefulness of eportfolio to develop
reflective skills and demonstrate competency development in a dentistry program out of the
University of British Columbia found that eportfolio grades significantly correlated with faculty
rankings of student clinical performance, and students valued an opportunity to reflect on their
skills in a personal format (Walton, Gardner, & Aleksejuniene, 2015). Likewise, success from
students and instructors was reported from researchers investigating the use of an eportfolio
component in the undergraduate medical education curriculum at the University of Ottawa (Hall,
Byszewski, Sutherland, & Stodel, 2012). Students used eportfolio to align their experiences and
skills with the eight CanMEDS competencies set out by the Royal College of Physicians and
Surgeons of Canada, ultimately growing the eportfolio program enrolment from 154 to over 600
students.

Although the value and use of eportfolio from an employer’s perspective is still under
investigation, studies indicate a high-level of interest expressed by employers and willingness to
review an eportfolio as part of a job application should it be made readily available (Ambrose,
2013; Hart Research Associates, 2013; Ward & Moser, 2008; Yu, 2011). Some professions are
now requiring practitioners to provide evidence of competence and continued professional
development in the form of a portfolio (Kardos, Cook, Butson, & Kardos, 2009). Early findings
indicate that eportfolio are an effective way for students to communicate professional identity,
competency, organize and reflect on experience, and show alignment to selection criteria to
employers and ultimately moving beyond simply listing degree credentials and employment
experience on a résumé (Emmett, Harper, & Hauville, 2006; Kryder, 2011; Lievens & Wesseling,
2015; Moretti & Giovannini, 2011; Pitts & Ruggirello, 2012; Ward & Strivens, 2010). eportfolio
artifacts blend discipline-specific technical knowledge and other important competencies that
employers value, such as communication, critical analysis, leadership, or team building to
demonstrate “what can you do,” rather than “what courses have you completed on your transcript.”

https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cjsotl_rcacea/volo/iss3/9
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Artifacts can be drawn, not only from formal academic work, but also from previous employment,
volunteer experience, practicum placements, internships and co-curricular activities, thus
integrating student learning and accomplishment. More than just a showcase product for
employers, the process of putting together the eportfolio can also be a powerful learning experience
for students, allowing them to actively reflect on their competency growth and achievements,
articulate their professional mission and ultimately instill a continued professional development
practice for health professionals (Gordon & Campbell, 2013).

eportfolio Initiative in Queen’s University Master of Public Health Program

Queen’s University’s MPH program introduced the use of eportfolio at the program level
in 2016 as a required assignment for all students. Early in the initiative, all core instructors in the
MPH program were introduced to the purpose of the eportfolio and encouraged to integrate the
concept of eportfolio within their course and assessment requirements. The eportfolio initiative is
hosted within a mandatory course for all MPH students called Public Health Professional
Development. This host course provides support to students in the process of developing their
eportfolio including workshops on required elements of the eportfolio, two peer feedback clinics,
and other technical support. The host course runs in both the fall and winter terms of year one of
the 16-month program.

The MPH Competency eportfolio is defined as a “purposeful collection of electronic
evidence that demonstrates learning and achievement in public health over time.” The MPH
program tells students: “Imagine that all of your life’s experience and accomplishments filled an
Art Gallery. Your MPH Competency eportfolio would be like a Special Exhibit.” Students are
given a detailed eportfolio handbook, which spells out the shape and purpose of the eportfolio,
required components, and “how to” technical instructions. Required components include a
professional mission statement, résumé, and artifacts and reflections grouped under three theme
areas of student-defined professional interest. Artifacts can be drawn from course assignments, co-
curricular activities, practicum placement, community involvement or employment.

In order to be included in the eportfolio, artifacts must concretely demonstrate one of seven
core competencies of public health or 36 competency statements defined by the Public Health
Agency of Canada. These competencies “transcend the boundaries of specific disciplines and are
independent of program and topic” and include: public health sciences; assessment and analysis;
policy and program planning, implementation and evaluation; partnerships, collaboration and
advocacy; diversity and inclusiveness; communication; and leadership (Joint Task Group on
Public Health and Human Resources, 2005). Because public health practice is highly inter-
professional and many public health providers have overlapping competencies, the Canadian
government has recommended a competency-based rather than discipline- or profession-based
approach to public health workforce planning (Public Health Agency, 2008)

The program uses a scaffolded approach to developing the eportfolio with students. By
week two in the host course, students are introduced to the eportfolio’s broad purpose as a job
seeking tool to help students clarify and articulate their professional identity and demonstrate their
accomplishments and competencies to potential employers. That same week, students also receive
training on the eportfolio technology by an Educational Technologist based at the Centre for
Teaching and Learning. Throughout the first fall term, students are encouraged to collect and
reflect on relevant artifacts. Two class sessions in the host course—one in the fall term, and one in
the winter term—are dedicated to required components of the eportfolio, the résumé and the
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professional mission statement. Both of these elements are required for submission midway
through the year, and students are given instructor feedback. Further training from the Educational
Technologist happens at the beginning of the winter term, where students are coached on how to
create and design an eportfolio presentation. At the end of both fall and winter terms, the instructor
of the host course leads a peer feedback clinic, where students assess their progress on eportfolio
to date, including their identified themes of professional interest and their supporting artifacts and
reflections.

Students submit a working draft eportfolio at the completion of their first eight months of
coursework, before their four month practicum placement. This submission is assessed as a pass-
fail assignment—if submitted with the required elements, a pass is granted. In their final term of
study, students are encouraged to continue to add to their eportfolio, although there is no required
resubmission of the eportfolio when the 16-month program is completed. This scaffolded approach
means that students submit required components of the eportfolio gradually throughout the
program and they are regularly invited to discuss their progress with peers and the instructor.

The MPH Competency eportfolio blends both the developmental and showcase functions,
and is designed as both process and product. Putting together the eportfolio is an exercise in
reflective practice for students. As students collect, reflect and select artifacts for their eportfolio,
they clarify and articulate their professional identity, what they can do, and what they would like
to further develop. More than just a reflective learning process, however, the MPH Competency
eportfolio is also intended as a showcase product—a flexible job seeking tool that clearly and
concretely demonstrates skills and competencies to a potential employer.

Method
Purpose of the Study

The overall purpose of this study was to examine the use of eportfolio to develop,
demonstrate and promote core competencies in a Professional MPH program at Queen’s
University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. The focus of the study was to explore the effectiveness
of using eportfolio as a tool to help position students for employment as they transition from
graduate studies to professional employment in the field of public health.

Participants

Participants were a convenience sample of 30 full-time MPH students from Queen’s
University. The Queen’s University MPH program is a professional, course-based degree whose
mission is to educate, equip and inspire students to take Evidence-Informed Action for Public
Health. The degree is 16 consecutive months in duration and attracts undergraduates from a range
of disciplines. Virtually all students go on from the degree to pursue a profession in public health
settings including local public health agencies, research institutes, provincial or federal
government health agencies, and community organizations.

Queen’s University’s General Research Ethics Board granted ethics clearance for the
study. Each participant reviewed a letter of information and signed an individual consent form.

https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/cjsotl_rcacea/volo/iss3/9
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Approach
The following questions guided this research study:

1. How effective was eportfolio as a developmental tool for reflective practice to help
students integrate their learning and clarify their professional goals?

2. How effective was eportfolio as a tool to help students develop a showcase product to

share with potential employers?

What was the student experience with the eportfolio technology platform?

4. In what ways could the experience of developing an eportfolio be improved for other
students?

w

“Effectiveness” in this study is measured by self-reported student perceptions. In order to
answer these questions, data were collected by an online survey and an in-person focus group. The
online survey was designed by the instructor of the eportfolio host course, Public Health
Professional Development, using FluidSurvey and administered one month after course
completion. The 10-question survey used a combination of multiple choice and open text response
questions. Students ranked various aspects of the eportfolio technology platform, as well as the
perceived usefulness of the eportfolio process for various purposes, including clarifying
professional identity and integrating their learning across various spheres. Open questions asked
about the most valuable and most difficult things about developing the eportfolio, and student
suggestions for improvements. A survey link was distributed by email to all (n=30) participating
MPH students in May 2016. In total, 22 survey responses were received, for a response rate of 73
percent. The survey collected 88 unique text comments, analyzed using thematic analysis. Detailed
responses were examined by each of the three researchers.

In addition to the online survey, all study participants (n=30) were invited to participate in
a focus group to further discuss the survey findings, with over half (n=18) expressing interest. The
focus group was conducted five months after completion of the eportfolio host course, after the
students’ practicum placement and during their final fall term of the MPH degree. Based on
scheduling availability, nine (n=9) study participants participated in a 1.5 hour focus group. A
focus group guide was prepared by the three researchers, made up of nine questions to guide
discussion. Questions explored the students’ experience of the value and challenges of the
eportfolio process, their perceptions on the usefulness of the eportfolio for employers and the MPH
program, and their future plans for eportfolio. During the focus group, researchers were able to
explore more deeply some of the findings of the survey data, as well as surface new themes,
particularly around the actual practice and perceptions of sharing eportfolio with employers. One
researcher facilitated the focus group discussion while another researcher took detailed notes. The
focus group was audio recorded. The focus group discussion was analysed by theme and quotes
that illustrated the dominant themes were transcribed.

Results
Effectiveness of eportfolio as a Developmental Tool for Reflective Practice

The MPH Competency eportfolio was an effective developmental tool for reflective
practice. Online survey responses (n=22) revealed that the majority of students “agreed” or
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“strongly agreed” that developed an eportfolio had helped them integrate their learning from
various sources (73%), reflect on their achievements (68%), understand and articulate the skills
they developed during their time at Queen’s (64%), and clarify their professional goals (59%) (see

Table 1).
Table 1
Percent Agreement of Online Survey Responses
% % % % % %
Strongly Agree  Neither Disagree Strongly  Not
Agree Agree Disagree Sure
nor
Disagree

Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements.
Developing an eportfolio has helped me....

Clarify my professional goals 4.5 54.5 22.7 9.1 9.1 0.0
Articulate my professional 4.5 36.4 31.8 13.6 9.1 4.5
identity

Integrate my learning from 9.1 63.6 13.6 4.5 4.5 4.5

various sources - including
courses, co-curricular
activities, employment etc.

Reflect on my achievements 4.5 63.6 27.3 0.0 4.5 0.0

Create a showcase product to 0.0 455 22.7 18.2 91 4.5
demonstrate my skills and

competencies to potential

employers

Collect and store important 13.6 45.5 27.3 9.1 4.5 0.0
documents, images,
assignments etc.

Understand and articulate the 45 59.1 22.7 9.1 4.5 0.0
skills I have developed

during my time at Queen’s

University

I would recommend the MPH 0.0 22.7 18.2 40.9 13.6 45
eportfolio to future students
as a valuable use of their time

When asked what was the most valuable part of developing their eportfolio, students emphasized
the value of reflecting on artifacts and curating them into a cohesive picture of themselves as a
public health professional. By contrast, simply collecting artifacts without purposeful reflection,
was not seen as useful. This theme was particularly strong in the focus group, where participants
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tended to conflate reflection on achievements with helping them articulate their professional
identity, rather than seeing these as separate tasks.

| thought the most valuable part of it was the self-reflection exercise... thinking through
what you’ve done, what you feel your strengths are, what you want to highlight about
yourself, and also things that you don’t want to highlight, and what you want to improve.
(Focus group participant)

Both online survey responses and focus group responses emphasized how sorting through and
integrating experience increased the students’ sense of confidence and legitimacy as public health
professionals.

The most valuable thing so far has been analysing the work we have done in our courses
and sorting it into concrete evidence for skills attained. | felt more confident by having
thought of evidence for certain themes, as well as looking back on assignments as truly
constructive toward our professional goals. (Survey response)

It gave me that confidence that, well, I did do it! ... You have these competencies that you
list...and sometimes it felt like, I have no idea what this even means. Then I would look at
the work | would put in that eportfolio... .It made me feel a lot more valid // Ya, as legit.
/' Tt didn’t feel like I was false advertising anymore. (Focus group participants)

Creation of the professional mission statement, and the accompanying reflection and integration
of learning also helped clarify professional identity.

Going through my work 1 think highlighted some patterns that I hadn’t previously seen. I
think it kind of helped me find myself again if that makes sense. In that in the chaos of
finding jobs, and applying for jobs and wanting to be employable, I think I lost my
own...why I started this and what I am really passionate about. So | think that process
really helped me look through my work...” (Focus group participant)

It validated the mission statement. At first the mission statement felt like | was just pulling
words to make a sentence, but then you look at what you’ve done and then you’re like, ok
no, I’'m not wrong... // This is a story, this is a narrative. (Focus group participants)

Finally, a distinctive theme in the focus group conversation was that the reflective practice function
of the eportfolio had strong value, even in the absence of a showcase function or showing your
eportfolio to anyone else.

I might not show it to someone, but the exercises, going through that, and reflecting and
organizing everything - that helped me make my résumé, that helped me guide what |
would say in an interview. That was valuable for me. (Focus group participant)

To be honest, I’'m still not sold on the utility of an eportfolio in the professional space. | do

appreciate the value it has as a tool for self-reflection and professional identity shaping.
(Survey response)
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Effectiveness of eportfolio as a Showcase Tool for Potential Employers

The Queen’s University MPH eportfolio initiative had limited effectiveness in terms of
helping students create a showcase product for potential employers. Less than a fifth of students
surveyed (18%) expressed satisfaction that the eportfolio tool/technology could create a showcase
product they would be enthusiastic about sharing with a potential employer (See Table 2).

Table 2
Student Responses about Satisfaction with eportfolio Tool/Technology
% % % % %
Very  Satisfied Unsure Dissatisfied Very
Satisfied Dissatisfied
How satisfied are you with the
potential of the eportfolio
tool/technology to create a 0.0 18.2 409 973 13.6

showcase product you would be
enthusiastic about sharing with a
potential employer?

An important theme from open text responses was that students were not convinced that
public health employers would actually look at eportfolio. Further, this skepticism about the utility
of eportfolio for potential public health employers negatively impacted student motivation to
invest in their eportfolio.

I’'m not convinced on exactly how an eportfolio will be integrated into a job application
process, nor how effective it will be for potential employers, as often they only want to
look at exactly what they requested. | think the trouble I have in developing the eportfolio
is the time spent doing it, while at the same time wondering how much time someone will
actually look at it. It makes it less enticing to work on. (Survey response)

I’m still skeptical about its practicality and that totally affected the amount of effort and
time | put into it. (Focus group response)

Depending on the student, a range of time was spent on developing a working draft
eportfolio which consolidated artifacts and reflections, and might be shared with others, including
potential employers. The majority of students spent 4-6 hours on their eportfolio assignment (see
Table 3).
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Table 3
Student Responses about Time Commitment
% of Students
Less than 1-3 Hours 4-6 Hours 7-9 Hours 10 Hours
1 Hour or More
How much time have you
spent so far developing 4.5 227 36.4 22.7 45

your working draft
eportfolio?

The focus group discussion was able to explore more deeply student practices and
perceptions of sharing the eportfolio with employers as a showcase tool. By the time the focus
group was conducted, participants had completed a 400-hour workplace practicum placement and
were in their final term of coursework and looking ahead to potential employment. None of the
focus group participants had shown their eportfolio to potential employers. Students believed that
the job application process, particularly in larger public service organizations in public health, is
too prescribed and rigid to welcome the submission of an eportfolio. Online job application
processes typically invite a resumé and cover letter only. Focus group participants did note that
there may be other opportunities beyond the job application process to share an eportfolio,
including after an interview, or after a networking conversation. This team was echoed in a survey
response, which stated:

It is a useful technology to gather past ideas/project/presentations into one location.
However, the broader goal in using the eportfolio to showcase our work to future employers
is not well articulated. In my opinion it lacks the efficiency and popularity that would
encourage future employers to peruse our curated presentation. Given that employers look
at our resumes and cover letters for such a short period of time, the likelihood of employers
going through our eportfolio seems even smaller. Additionally, if employers are interested
in what they might find on potential candidates on the internet and do a google search, it
may be difficult for employers to find our published presentations and navigate the
resulting webpage that comes with the technology.

Focus group participants also observed that sharing eportfolio is not common practice for
public health professionals in Canada, and thus, not expected or invited by potential employers.
They also noted the generation gap between people who are in hiring positions in public health
organizations, and new MPH graduates, with the older generation not yet exposed to eportfolio
technology.

Right now, the people who are hiring us are of a generation where the eportfolio doesn’t
make sense to them. If you are working in public service where the people you work for
are clearly a different generation from you, then [a more well known platform like]
LinkedIn is a pivotal tool. (Focus group response)
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Student Experience with eportfolio Technology Platform

The Queen’s MPH eportfolio initiative was implemented using the eportfolio tool on the
Queen’s University Learning Management System (LMS). Students were given training on how
to use the LMS eportfolio tool through two in-class workshops, as well as given access to extra
technical support if desired.

Student feedback on the LMS eportfolio tool they were required to use was almost
uniformly negative. Zero students rated overall user friendliness as excellent; over 70% rated the
user friendliness and the overall look and feel as poor or fair. Only four students (18%) were
satisfied with the potential the eportfolio tool to create a showcase product they would be
enthusiastic about showing to an employer.

| have not enjoyed using the platform at all. It does not feel very user friendly. For example,
| wasted about an hour just formatting the text in my résumé...I found that | would often
compromise what | wanted my portfolio to look like with what | felt reasonable/achievable
in the available time. (Survey response)

The technical aspects (embedding, linking, page layout) aren’t very intuitive at all. I
stumbled my way through it and ended up giving up most of the way through because I ran
out of time. It often took upwards of 10-20 clicks before | could do something as simple as
upload my picture (which ended up losing a lot of resolution when | posted it). (Survey
response)

Focus group participants commented on the lack of modern visual appeal of the available
eportfolio templates, with one participant noting they “did seem to have a childish set-up.”
Students were frustrated with the limited options to customize their eportfolio presentations, and
the lack of user-friendliness for basic functions including adding and formatting documents and
images. One survey respondent stated, “The outdated template doesn’t leave much room for
personalization.” Another stated, “Moving forward as a professional, I just think 1 would want it
to look more professional.”

Survey and focus group responses emphasized that ease of use and customizable templates
with flexible modern design are top values for students in terms of an eportfolio technology
platform. Students are interested in using other established and more user-friendly platforms. Not
all study participants, however, were willing to invest their time and energy in creating an
eportfolio in a personal website style. Study participants from both the online survey and the focus
group noted integrating artifacts and reflections into a more well-known and available platform
like LinkedIn may be more effective as a job-seeking tool.

Improving the eportfolio Experience for Students

Study participants had several recommendations on how to improve the experience of
developing eportfolio. Only 22% of survey responses agreed that they would recommend the MPH
eportfolio in the same format to future students as a valuable use of their time. A large number of
recommendations for improvement centred on changing the technology platform to a more user-
friendly design interface—a relatively easy “fix” given the number of other freely available
website building tools.
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| would recommend the process of creating the eportfolio, as it was a useful exercise to
explore my professional identity and to gather the documents that provide supporting
evidence for that identity. 1 would strongly recommend switching platforms, as | feel like
| wasted time trying to format my portfolio that could have been better spent on
tweaking/determining content. (Survey response)

However, the more substantial suggested theme for change is to reposition the emphasis
on the eportfolio to be stronger on the developmental function, and less on the showcase function.
In other words, the focus would be more on student learning through reflective practice, and less
on producing something to show a potential employer. This recommendation grows from the
skepticism that study participants have about the likelihood that public health employers will
actually look at eportfolio. While study participants did not preclude the option of showing an
eportfolio to a potential employer, they did not want that to be the centerpiece of the effort. As one
focus group participant said, “The way you position it, the ultimate end goal, would have to change.
It’s more for the student, but it could be a good tool to have for an employer.”

Discussion

This study focused on the use of eportfolio to develop, demonstrate and promote core
competencies in a Professional MPH program. Results of the study suggest that the most effective
use of eportfolio in the Queen’s MPH program was as a developmental tool for students rather
than a showcase tool for potential employers. Students consistently expressed that the primary
value of developing their eportfolio was to intentionally integrate and reflect on their learning and
accomplishments. This eportfolio process also had an unanticipated result of increasing students’
sense of confidence and legitimacy about their competencies as emerging public health
professionals. Students’ perspective is that the value of reflective practice persists, even in the
absence of showing an eportfolio to another audience beyond self. Though developing the
eportfolio helped students both clarify and articulate their professional identity, participants were
skeptical about the use of eportfolio in a Canadian public health setting as a hiring tool. In short,
the main benefit of the eportfolio in this study was for the student, not the employer.

Despite some success, particularly in terms of promoting learning and self-reflection on
public health competencies, this study also revealed that the eportfolio technology used in this
initiative was limiting for students. Students wanted a more user-friendly platform that would
allow them to customize the look and feel of their eportfolio presentations. Wrestling with the
technology decreased student motivation to create a showcase product. Students highly value the
ability to easily create and customize an eportfolio presentation that reflected their own unique
creativity and competencies.

The study found that the implementation strategy for the eportfolio initiative—Ilaunching
the eportfolio as a program-wide initiative, and hosting it within one required program course—
was an effective approach. Study participants emphasized the importance of a faculty point-person
who could coordinate and provide ongoing coaching and feedback. Scaffolding the required
components of the eportfolio within the host course—regularly providing training, support and
peer feedback on individual elements of the overall product—created a context for success. All
study participants created working draft eportfolio where they can continue to add artifacts and
reflections from their practicum placement, further coursework, co-curricular activities,
community volunteer experience or employment. Focus group participants, still in the midst of
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completing the MPH program, shared their future plans for their eportfolio. Several planned to use
it as a reference tool before job interviews—a way to refresh their memory on their professional
mission, professional areas of interest and accomplishments. Others plan to migrate the contents
into their established LinkedIn profile. And still others plan to move the contents of their eportfolio
into a different technology platform.

Study participants recommend continuing to use the eportfolio in the MPH program, so
long as its primary goal is self-reflection to help integrate learning, clarify professional goals and
position students for employment. Learning from this study has already informed how eportfolio
will be implemented for future classes of MPH students. New students will be required to submit
four reflective practice narratives using a new framework for reflection—two in the fall term, and
two in the winter term—each based on an eportfolio artifact. This prioritizes the reflective value
of eportfolio and increases the opportunity for instructor and peer feedback. It also means that
students will have completed at least four eportfolio submissions well before the final due date.
Further, an additional assignment will require students to write their response to a selection of
standard interview questions, using one of their eportfolio artifacts as an illustrative example.
Timing for this assignment is staged to be right before interviews for their practicum placement,
and thus increases the eportfolio’s relevance and timeliness. Finally, students will be given the
choice of which technology platform they wish to use for their eportfolio (including a free website
building tool, LinkedIn, or other platform), rather than being required to use the embedded
eportfolio tool in the Learning Management System.

Conclusion

Using eportfolio in a Professional MPH program has high potential to integrate learning
and position students for employment. Programs can use eportfolio to create a significant
opportunity for students to collect, reflect, and curate accomplishments that demonstrate their
competencies. When choosing a technology platform, students want a user-friendly tool with the
flexibility to customize the design of an eportfolio presentation so that it reflects their own
individual professional identity. For participating students in this study, the intrinsic value of
learning and reflection outweighed the extrinsic value of creating a product for an employer. At
this stage of eportfolio evolution, the developmental or learning function of eportfolio may carry
more value than their showcase function in the professional public health context. This study has
important insights for other programs or courses of study seeking a means to help students integrate
their learning and demonstrate their accomplishments, skills, and competencies either to
themselves, their instructors, or employers.
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